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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
How does that old Sanatra tune go? “Oh, it's a long,
long while from May to December, but the days grow short
when you reach September. When the autumn weather turns the
leaves to flame , one hasn't got time for the waiting game. ”
(September Song by Anderson/Weil-1938). This fits the time of
year and much of the crop, but I don’t believe the writers were
referring to cotton.
We may not feel that we have time for waiting, but
that’s exactly what most cotton producers will need to do this
year. No doubt, it’s going to be a painful wait for some of the
latest fields, but with the weather we are having the waiting may
pay off.
Cotton:

This is likely the most diverse crop most of us can
remember. There may be some of the best yields we have seen,
and some of the worst. Some fields will be harvested about the
usual time, while others will be very late. We have been
bouncing back and forth across the 800 pound line on the yield
chart for several years, but I am concerned that we may see a
significant drop in overall statewide yield this year, primarily as
a result of the six week “monsoon” in June and July. I hope
you can call me after the harvest and tell me how wrong I was in
being pessimistic about yields, but we have a long way to go in
order to make what we might consider a “normal” crop.
The next step will be defoliation, a practice that
continues to baffle all but the most astute among us. One of the
biggest problems with defoliation is the idea of suddenly
“killing” this plant we have sunk a fortune into, petted and
nurtured, worried about and lost sleep over since well before the
planters started running last spring. It has to be done, but
deciding when and how are the challenges.
This year, defoliation will involve even more difficult
decisions than in most years. A few fields have somehow
matured uniformly since fruiting began; these can be defoliated
according to our old rule of applying defoliants between 50 and
70 percent open. Then there are fields that look fine until you
examine the plants closely; they have a gap in fruiting around
the 8th to 12th node. Bolls in the lower part of the plant may
already be open, but above the gap they are still immature.
Plants with this fruiting gap may require waiting until 80 to 90
percent open to minimize yield loss. The rest of the crop can be
divided into two groups: late and very late. The decision on
these fields may be difficult, and the cost of defoliation may be
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high since higher rates of defoliant products will be expensive.
For fields that require late defoliation, you may want to fall back
on products like Harvade or Def that are effective at lower
temperatures. Sure, they are slower, but they still work well just
as they have for many years.
The best defoliation-timing tool is still a sharp knife to
cut the uppermost bolls you expect to harvest and look for
darkening seedcoats. Another guideline is the “4 Nodes Above
Cracked Boll” or 4NACB method; with it you can “expect” that
the first position boll four nodes above the uppermost cracked
boll will open. A “cracked boll” is not fully open, but simply
cracked so that the lint is visible.
As far as mixtures go, this is where the “art” comes
into defoliation. The ads suggest that some brands of the same
product are better than others; this is generally not true. Initial
defoliation has changed little in 25 years but the special purpose
products have added a lot to the subject. After phosphates and
sodium chlorate, Dropp brought a lot to the table with its ability
to effectively defoliate green leaves and retard the development
of regrowth. The biggest failing of this great material is its loss
of effectiveness in cool weather. Researchers tell us that the key
to getting thidiazuron (Dropp) to work is getting it into the
plant; something it does poorly in low temperatures. Crop oil
concentrate increases absorption to some degree, and
ammonium sulfate also helps, but together they can raise the
absorption of Dropp to as high as 60 percent rather than the 10
to 20 percent that will be absorbed without these products.
At the recent Cotton Field Day, Dr. Charles Snipes
showed the results of evaluations he has done with some of the
follow-up treatments used to make the crop as ready as possible
for once-over harvest. There was little if any difference in
effectiveness of pre-formulated, and tank mixed combinations
of materials, plus he found that Dropp alone did almost as well.
Additionally, as most researchers do, he included untreated
areas as well; these showed only about a three-day delay in
harvest as compared to treated areas. See the following chart
showing this work.
With current thought regarding the “management” of
micronaire with early defoliation, we need to back up and think
about a fact that has been skirted during these discussions. By
defoliating early, potential yield is reduced. This should be easy
to understand; by defoliating early we are stopping the
development of the lint prematurely.

Not only can early defoliation lower micronaire to
some degree; it also can reduce strength, another important
grade factor. The question is whether the reduced mike is worth
the yield loss? I can’t answer this question, but as Dr. Bill
Merideth recently said, "There is a negative relationship
between fiber quality and yield, and yield is the most rewarded
trait in the cotton market."
Another thing that is often overlooked is that in a
cotton plant that matures naturally, leaves are scavenged prior to
abscission, and the contents are moved to other plant sinks.
This process can add to yield by helping to finish late bolls. I
can’t tell you to wait since there are other important reasons for
pulling the trigger.
Corn:

The 2004 corn yield trials will likely contain some very
valuable information this year. Varieties will have been
screened for more forms of stress than in any year since the
expansion of corn acreage. You know the list as well as I; poor
drainage, loss of nitrogen and other nutrients, poor pollination,
disease, poor stalk strength, and in some cases insects. From
what we can see so far, the proven varieties from the companies
we are most familiar with have performed best, at least in large
field conditions. There may be more surprises when the test
results are posted.
Yields have been very unpredictable, ranging from
lows in the 50 to 70 bushels per acre range all the way up to 200
plus. I believe the two main culprits in low yielding situations
were nitrogen loss and disease. Denitrification was likely the
main way nitrogen was lost, but leaching and runoff were also
involved. Then the leaf blights (Northern and Southern) hit the
crop when most fields were filling the grain. There is almost
certainly a variety/disease reaction factor too, but we don’t have
a solid handle on it yet. Another disease that was a late surprise
was ear rot, tentatively identified as Diplodia ear rot. My rough
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estimate is that in some fields these three fungal diseases
reduced grain yield by as much as half. I hope that disease
ratings and yields will show which varieties resist the problems
best. Poor pollination has also been apparently isolated to some
varieties, very likely linked to their ability to tolerate adverse
environmental conditions.
As I am writing, hurricane Frances has crossed Florida
and is heading into the Gulf, and Ivan is right behind her; these
storms may dominate our weather over the next several days.
Fields that are already lodging will likely be damaged more, not
only from the standpoint of harvesting efficiency, but also in
grain quality. Fields that are standing well will hopefully be
able to remain standing during this period. Inherent stalk
strength will play an important role, showing us which varieties
are best adapted to dealing with adverse weather. From what I
have seen over the past few days, most fields have already
“dropped” the ears, even though some of the most popular
varieties are slow in doing this. I hope this year will help
convince seed corn companies of the importance of this
characteristic that seems to have been almost bred out of some
varieties.
Soybeans:
Yields of Group 3 and 4 varieties have been very good,
with reports ranging from lows in the thirties to highs in the
sixties. Our increased attention to soybean management has
paid off. Some Group 5 varieties are still in the field, as are the
Group 6’s and 7’s. The Group 5’s will be vulnerable to damage
if hurricane Frances moves through our area, but Group 6 and 7
varieties that are still filling pods should be less vulnerable.
Tillage:

Because of the type of growing season we have
experienced, some of you may be considering a return to
conventional tillage. My suggestion to you is that you do not
allow negative perception based on these “wet years” to cause
you to abandon one of the most successful practices we have
found. I suggest to you that when you harvest you will find
fewer reasons for changing back than you may expect today.
Should we be forced to harvest wet fields again, the advantage
of having fields that can support equipment should alone be
convincing.
In Conclusion:
This has been a trying year; and the trials do not appear
to be over. Like you, I will be glad to have this one behind us.
Thanks for your time.

